Nursing and Dental Students' Reflections on Interprofessional Practice After a Service-Learning Experience in Appalachia.
Nowhere is the discrepancy between good and poor oral health status more pronounced in the U.S. than in the Appalachian region, where there is a high incidence of dental problems related to non-flouridated water, limited access to care, and tooth loss. To address these disparities, in 2016 University at Buffalo dental and nurse practitioner faculty members led a group of dental and nursing students on a two-day service-learning experience in rural Tennessee. The aim of this study was to assess the dental and nursing students' reflections on this interprofessional service-learning experience in Appalachia. After the program, all 36 students who took part in it were invited to complete a survey with open-ended questions about the experience and their attitudes about interprofessional practice. Of the students, 34 (94.4%) returned the surveys, and 23 completed all the questions. Thematic analysis was used to code and analyze the student comments, which were then organized into themes. Five themes emerged: facilitating care through teamwork, gaining mutual respect, gaining confidence, understanding dental role in overall health, and relieving suffering. The overarching pattern was the link among all the themes: that everyone has a part to play in ensuring that patients get the best care. The themes and overarching pattern corresponded to the Interprofessional Education Collaboration (IPEC) competencies and the overall goal of delivering patient-centered care to a population that is underserved. These findings suggest that exposure to patients who lack dental care and have severe oral health problems can impact developing nursing and dental professionals in ways that can increase their appreciation of interprofessional practice and their future willingness to provide care in underserved settings.